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The rise of Donald Trump should be seen in the broader context of the right-wing wave of white 
nationalism that has been sweeping 
across Western Europe over the last 
two years or so.
On 08th November 2016, the 
American people went to the polls to 
elect their 45th President. The race 
was hotly contested between the 
Democratic Party nominee, Hillary 
Clinton, and her Republican Party 
rival, Donald Trump. Against all odds, 
Donald Trump was elected as the next 
President of the United States and he 
was subsequently sworn in on 20th 
January 2017.
The American Presidential elections 
usually draw a lot of international 
attention for a number of reasons. 
Given the size of the US economy and 
her military power, the US is, beyond 
any shadow of a doubt, the most 
influential state internationally. Another 
reason why American elections attract 
international interest is the fact that the 
multi-party democratic model that has 
In the mind of Donald Trump and his supporters, the protection of the 
American “nation” against international terrorism and immigration simply 
means the protection of the white ethnic majority.
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come to be accepted internationally 
as a norm, has, to a large extent, been 
influenced by the American political 
system. 
Before I attempt to analyse the 
rise of Donald Trump, I want to first 
and foremost qualify my reservations 
about the American political system 
in general. I have a problem with the 
totalisation and universalisation of 
the American political system. By that 
I mean that the American political 
system is used as the de facto model 
or absolute yardstick of political 
democracy world-wide; and that 
notion is almost taken for granted by 
many. However, the American political 
system has a lot of shortcomings and 
contradictions which many people are 
perhaps not aware of. For example, 
is it correct to talk about multiparty 
democracy in the US if it is a de facto 
bi-party system with the Democratic 
Party and the Republican Party having 
dominated the political scene over 
hundreds of years?  
What many outsiders are also not 
aware of is that political lobbying 
(the use of money to sponsor or 
fund the campaigns of Presidential 
candidates, for example) is a booming 
industry involving big corporations 
and other lobby groups that employ 
professionals to influence politics and 
policy direction in favour of certain 
corporate interests. Therefore, the 
vote of a private American citizen is 
not necessarily the most important 
determining factor in influencing 
the outcome of the US Presidential 
elections or the subsequent policy 
direction that the elected President will 
pursue. One can also argue that there 
is an asymmetry between political and 
social rights – with the balance heavily 
skewed in favour of political rights at 
the expense of social rights. Social 
rights are those rights that deal with 
social justice issues e.g. medical care, 
education, housing etc. Obamacare, 
which is a pro-poor medical care 
programme introduced by the Obama 
Administration, and which Trump has 
now reversed, is a case in point. This 
has not come as a surprise because 
the imbalance between political and 
social rights is usually very pronounced 
when you have a Republican President 
in power. These are just a few of the 
shortcomings one can think of; there 
could be more. 
However, it is problematic that 
the dominant discourse has led 
vast numbers of people to arrive 
at a general conclusion that there 
is no alternative to the American 
system of political governance and 
the so-called free market economic 
system that sustains it. In other words, 
the dominant discourse dictates that 
the seemingly “unknown” alternative 
political model is “false.” To put it 
differently, the system simply does not 
allow for an alternative universe or 
other transcending modes of freedom. 
To borrow a phrase from Herbert 
Marcuse’s book, One Dimensional 
Man, the system is “immune” to change 
but the majority of the citizens are not 
aware of this immunity. The system 
has over hundreds of years shaped and 
defined certain assumptions that are 
now, by and large, accepted by society 
as facts. The citizen’s private space 
is so much invaded by mass culture, 
consumerism and political socialisation 
that he/she is “forced” – not by coercion 
but by ideology – to conform to 
existing thought and behaviour. The 
citizens’ thought processes are shaped 
by words like freedom; democracy; 
immigrants; international refugees; 
international terrorism; Islamic 
fundamentalism etc. 
The problem is that these words 
are not neutral, as some might think, 
but ideologically value-laden and even 
their meaning is defined and pre-
packaged by the system and this is then 
presented to the citizens as common 
sense. This dominant mode of discourse 
is reinforced by state institutions, 
the media, religion, vocabulary, 
scholarship, imagery, doctrine etc. It 
was this play of ideologically value-
laden words in the context of the 
existing political climate in the US and 
globally that Trump effectively used to 
ascend to the Presidency by appealing 
to a predominantly right-wing leaning 
white constituency. There were 
certainly other factors at play, but in 
my opinion, this was the trump-card 
that Trump used. 
Trump has basically reversed 
the American political life ninety 
degrees back to the White Anglo-
Saxon Protestant (WASP) days; both 
domestically and at the international 
level. The phrase WASP has historically 
been used in reference to an informal, 
but closed social group of high-status 
and influential white Americans of 
English Protestant ancestry1 This is the 
group that is said to have controlled 
the financial, political and social 
life in the US for many years.  It is 
interesting to note that out of the 45 
Presidents that have ruled America 
over the years, only John F. Kennedy 
and Barack Obama were not from this 
group. Kennedy was a Roman Catholic 
and Obama an African-American. It is 
also worth noting that, for example, 
for many years, both the Irish and 
Italian Americans (two groups that 
happen to be predominantly Catholic) 
were not considered as “members” 
of mainstream “white America.” That 
theme is, for example, captured in 
Patrick McKenna’s book titled When 
the Irish became White.
The WASP ideology – although 
it was never formally written – was, 
to a certain extent, informed by the 
20th Century German Sociologist Max 
Weber’s book Protestant Ethic and the 
Spirit of Capitalism. The central thread 
of that book is that although economic 
production for gain had existed in 
other civilisations like India or China, it 
was only in the West where capitalism, 
for the first time, gained momentum 
and took off. 
This, according to Weber, is due to 
the notion of the ‘calling.’ This notion 
of the ‘calling’ did not exist either in 
Antiquity or in Catholic theology; it was 
introduced by the Reformation, Weber 
argues. In other words, the highest form 
of moral obligation of the individual is 
to fulfil his/her duty in worldly affairs. 
This is particularly so for those who are 
Trump represents 
a social phenomenon 
or movement which 
can be referred to 
as “right-wing white 
nationalism” – that 
has a strong universal 
dimension.
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called out or chosen, who then need 
to demonstrate high work ethics and 
iron discipline. The surety of being 
chosen is to be demonstrated through 
the performance of ‘good works’ in 
worldly activities.2
 Weber further argues that it was 
this Protestant ethic that paved the 
way for the introduction of the formal 
factory system and thus the creation of 
a ‘free’ mass of wage-labourers whose 
livelihood depends upon the sale of 
labour power in the market. According 
to this theory, for the first time in 
history, there were ‘free’ labourers 
who were neither slaves nor mere 
household unit producers.
Max Weber’s theory is based on the 
doctrine of predestination as advocated 
by John Calvin. According to this 
doctrine, only some human beings are 
chosen to be saved from damnation; 
and that choice is predetermined 
by God. This was the doctrine that 
was used to undergird and justify the 
Apartheid ideology.
Relying heavily on this WASP 
informal ideology, and perhaps without 
saying so openly, Trump is pursuing a 
doubled-edged conservative policy of 
marginalising the minorities and rolling 
back social and other rights that affect 
minorities at the domestic front, while 
following a hawkish and isolationist 
foreign policy. The last minute 
cancellation of talks between him and 
the Mexican President, Pena Nieto, a 
few days after he had assumed office, 
is a case in point. The reason why 
the talks were cancelled was because 
Trump was still insisting on building a 
wall between the US and Mexico for 
which the latter would have to pay. 
Just after a few days in office, Trump 
has also placed a blanket ninety-day 
ban preventing citizens from seven 
predominantly Muslim countries 
from visiting the US. This is a policy 
decision that has not only sparked 
international anger but also protests in 
a few cities across the US rejected by 
the courts. 
He has also sent signals that he 
might use the one-China policy as a 
“bargaining chip” in negotiations with 
China. The one-China policy implies 
that most countries, including the 
United States, regard Taiwan as part 
of China. However, Trump wants to 
entertain the possibility of recognising 
Taiwan as an independent state; a 
move that China would regard as a 
“slap in their face.” When all is said 
and done, it is imperative to note that 
it is not only the progressive forces that 
are opposed to Trump’s policies but a 
good number of leading Republicans 
have been distancing themselves 
from the neo-conservative policy 
pronouncements of Donald Trump 
as well.
The bottom-line, however, is that 
we cannot understand the rise of 
Donald Trump just as an individual 
in isolation; we need to analyse and 
unpack that within a broader socio-
cultural and political context. Trump 
represents a social phenomenon or 
movement which can be referred to 
as “right-wing white nationalism” – 
that has a strong universal dimension. 
In the era of perceived or real danger 
of international terrorism; refugee 
crisis; and international immigration, 
the right-wing movement of white 
nationalism has been sweeping like 
a wave across a good number of 
Western countries. 
The decision of Britain to exit 
from the European Union should, 
for example, be understood within 
that context as well. The leader of 
the far-right National Front in France, 
Marine Le Pen, has also come out 
singing praise songs to the Donald 
Trump victory.  In an article that was 
published in The New York Times on 
2nd November 2016 and re-published 
in The Namibian newspaper of 4th 
November 2016, titled “Behind 2016’s 
Turmoil, A Crisis of White Identity” 
Amanda Taub argues that: ...whiteness 
is more than just skin colour. You could 
define it as a membership in the ethno-
national majority. What it really means 
is the privilege of not being defined 
as other.
Therefore in the mind of Donald 
Trump and his supporters, the 
protection of the American “nation” 
against international terrorism and 
immigration simply means the 
protection of the white ethnic majority. 
It is on record that during the campaign 
leading to the 08th November 2016 
Presidential elections, Donald Trump 
“went to town” in bashing women, 
African-Americans, Muslims, Latinos; 
and specifically Mexicans. His tone 
and vocabulary appealed to supra-
racist groups like the Ku-Klux-Klan 
and other right-wing white elements. 
This is not to imply that all those who 
voted for Donald Trump are white 
racists. However, it is an open secret 
that Donal Trump ran and won the 
Presidential elections on the basis of a 
racist agenda! To paraphrase Taub in 
the article referred to earlier, the supra-
racist elements in the US feel that they 
were in a long line leading uphill where 
they were hoping to get hold of the 
American dream; but alas the line had 
slowed down or even stopped because 
immigrants, African-Americans and 
other “outsiders” seemed to be 
cutting the line. That was the heart 
of Trump’s campaign message and it 
does not matter how much some of his 
supporters or spin-doctors may want to 
sugar-coat it; it was heavily loaded with 
racism! Taub further argues that: …for 
decades the language of white identity 
has only existed in the context of white 
supremacy. When that became taboo, 
it left white identity politics without a 
vocabulary.  It was that white identity 
vocabulary vacuum that Trump saw 
and exploited to the full. For people 
like Trump and his supporters, what 
constitutes “political community”  in 
the US – those that have the right to 
vote and to be voted into public office – 
is the “silent” assumption that it is “the 
white ethnic majority” – the others are 
“outsiders” and thus just a footnote, if 
not a nuisance to the “white political 
community.” ■
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